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A change in the weather

[image: Start of image description, Drawing of a Record Player, end of image description]

Alfred had not let anyone inside his house for almost three years. Not that anyone cared. The overgrown weeds and bushes that swamped the small front garden were usually enough of a deterrent to any potential callers. If the postman arrived, Alfred opened the door the couple of inches that the chain allowed and instructed him to leave whatever he had on the doorstep. It was better to keep yourself to yourself. The trouble with people was that they liked to interfere, and Alfred had had quite enough of having his business poked into.

He lifted a record out of its sleeve and dusted it with a soft nylon brush before placing it on the turntable of his favourite record player – number twelve in his catalogue of collections:

Dansette Imperial 1965

Green and cream, condition good. Output 8 watts, undistorted.

He’d found it in a skip, of all places. Things that other people had thrown out, discarded or considered worthless were often given a place in his heart. He didn’t choose them according to their value, but rather their beauty, uniqueness or even an imagined past. In fact, he often wondered if they chose him. If required, he cleaned them and restored them with linseed oil, lacquer paint, silver polish or superglue.

As the needle found its familiar path in the well-worn grooves, the violin notes of The Lark Ascending filled the living room. Alfred turned up the volume and closed his eyes, imagining that he was soaring through the sky. He stretched his arms out slowly, feeling the cold breeze against his cheeks, the wind ruffling what was left of his hair, the sun smiling through the clouds and warming him through his buttoned-up coat.

When the music ended, he opened his eyes again and was immediately flattened by the stuffiness of his semi-dark living room. Some time ago he’d decided to cover the windows up with newspaper to keep prying eyes out. It saved all the bother of curtains and also meant he had an encyclopaedic knowledge of the news stories of 22 February 1997. It would be his Mastermind specialist subject, if ever he was asked. Dolly the cloned sheep stole the headlines that day, but it was the smaller, blink-and-you’ll-miss-them stories that he liked best. The one about the council health-and-safety meeting that ended in an officer breaking his leg on the way out still made him chuckle.

It was almost tea-time. He’d reheat the beef stew he’d made earlier and take a couple of slices of bread out of the freezer to toast. As a war veteran, Alfred knew quite a bit about being prepared. However, it took rather a lot of planning, which was becoming harder as the years passed. Nevertheless, he’d ensured that his larder was packed with two months’ worth of tins, in case the millennium bug did its worst. He had three smoke alarms, four torches, a sprinkler system, twenty spare light bulbs, a box of ballpoint pens, three hot-water bottles and an emergency backpack filled with Kendal Mint Cake and a whistle, just in case.

This was the time of day when he was usually restless and the house began to feel too big, despite bursting at the seams with his possessions. He searched for his crossword book, remembering a particularly stubborn seven across beginning with the letter D that he’d been unable to solve the previous day. It was always a good idea to keep busy – that way there was less time to think. He rummaged through several boxes, but was unable to locate it. However, buried beneath a patchwork eiderdown he stumbled upon his barometer, one of his all-time favourite objects.

All at once his thoughts were with Ida, his wife. It had been five years now since she’d died. He knew she wasn’t coming back, and yet sometimes he’d think of something that only she would understand, and the fact that he couldn’t share it with her splintered his heart. At first, one of the hardest things about losing her had been the empty space beside him. It followed him around like an extra shadow. The bed seemed vast, and the dining-room table mocked him with its two chairs set at either end, knowing that one would remain empty. And so he had filled the space with objects, so many of them that, for the most part, his grief was simply squeezed out.

Ida had given him the barometer for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. It had been a while since he’d last seen it, as he’d hidden away most of the things that reminded him of her. It was as beautiful as he remembered; carved from magnificent honey-coloured oak, with a series of interlaced ornate flowers and fleurs-de-lis stretching around the tip.

He cradled it in his arms, comforted by the familiarity of its weight and the way it seemed to join him to Ida with an invisible thread. Oh, how he missed her. Time wasn’t a healer; it was simply a measure of how long he’d had a gaping hole in his life. With a simple tap on the glass face, the calibrated dial swung downwards. It left its current station, FAIR, and rested on STORMY.

Alfred made his way to the window to look outside, clambering over the collections that had spilled over from various sideboards onto the floor: Staffordshire pottery dogs, two vintage typewriters, a congregation of tobacco jars, an assortment of lamps and various-sized picture frames. He peeled a corner of yellowing newspaper from the window and peered through the gap, squinting into the late-afternoon sunlight. For the fifth consecutive day there wasn’t a cloud in the sky and the fallen leaves scattered along the pavement were scorched and crisp. An Indian summer. For a short moment Alfred was tempted to step outside and kick his feet through them, just to hear them crunch. Like a doomed romance, summer was refusing to accept that it was over. The barometer had never been wrong, though. A change was on its way. Luckily, Alfred was prepared for anything.
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Stop the clock

[image: Start of image description, Drawing of an alarm clock, end of image description]

Kian was late, as usual, so he had to sprint the last stretch to Cannon Hill Park from the bus stop, ignoring the burning in his chest. He really should give up smoking. The can of Coke in his bag was rattling around and fizzing, a bit like his stomach.

It had been weeks since he’d last seen his little brother, Dan. Their contact order allowed weekly meetings, but if Kian messed up and missed a few, it sometimes meant a whole month went by without them seeing each other. It wasn’t deliberate – he hated letting Dan down – but it wasn’t his fault if he’d been out the night before and slept in. Kian was seventeen; he was meant to be free from responsibility. He was desperate to see Dan, but simultaneously as nervous as he’d been in yesterday’s job interview. Kian knew he wouldn’t get the job. It became obvious when the interviewers stopped writing down what he said halfway through. It was a familiar story.

He slowed down to a jog as he reached the boating lake, and then to big strides as he got further up towards the bandstand, trying to catch his breath. It would have been quicker to take a shortcut across the grass, but he stuck to the path, wanting to keep his trainers clean. He smoothed down his shirt and ran his hand through his hair. Although he really wanted a cigarette, he left them in his pocket, instead tipping some mints into his mouth to try to disguise his hangover breath. As far as role models went, Kian knew he set a low bar, but he had to at least try.

As he turned a corner, he spotted his brother in the distance and time stood still. He couldn’t take his eyes off him. Dan was kicking a ball underneath the shade of a huge oak tree. He’d got taller since Kian had last seen him, time cruelly measured out in centimetres as well as hours. His brother was growing up without him.

When Dan looked over and noticed Kian, he abandoned his ball and ran straight at him with his arms out, almost knocking him over. Kian held on to him, trying to steady the emotions he usually tried to pretend didn’t exist: love, sadness and guilt.

Last time they’d met here had been during a long stretch of hot summer weather, when the sky was a bright strip of cloudless blue that went on for ever. Families were enjoying picnics and bike rides, the air filled with the noise of tennis balls and roller skates and hissing fountains. They took a boat out on the lake and then fed the swans their leftover sandwiches, running from one that had got too greedy. Afterwards Kian had bought Dan a huge ice cream that made his eyes pop. They’d had the best afternoon and it was right then, when Kian got back home with his bare arms still warm and damp grass stains on his knees, that he decided he was going to apply to be Dan’s legal guardian. But summers end. Kian looked up at the desolate trees lining the path, struggling to regain that feeling of optimism, despite the autumn sunshine. He didn’t have enough money for anything fun this time. He hoped the Coke made up for it.

Kian said hi to Simone, Dan’s foster mum, who’d suggested they meet at the park after school, even though he was allowed to pick Dan up and take him out on his own. She said it was to make things easier for Kian, as it was halfway between them and she had to take Dan shoe shopping afterwards. Kian could read between the lines. He hadn’t exactly proved his reliability of late. But all that was about to change.

‘Here you go, mate,’ Kian said, handing Dan the drink. ‘Open it later, though. It got shaken around a bit in my bag.’

‘I’ll leave you both to it,’ Simone said. ‘I’ll be sitting just over there, okay, Danny?’ She pointed at a bench near the play area.

Dan nodded.

‘So what’s new, D?’ Kian said, ruffling Dan’s hair in the way grown-ups did.

‘Mrs Shelton says I should go for my eleven-plus next year. I mean, loads of other kids have tutors and stuff, but she thinks I’ll be good enough anyway.’

Kian’s heart burst a bit. This kid, this soppy kid, was so damn smart. He was stupidly proud of him, even though he had no right to be.

‘Course you’re good enough. Right, I’m gonna tell you something. Don’t end up like me. You can be, like, a lawyer or a doctor or anything. Then your life will be sorted. You won’t need to rely on anyone. Right?’

‘Right.’ Dan smiled, wrinkling the freckles on his nose. ‘And I’ll get a big house and you can live with me!’

Kian’s fizzing stomach went flat. His little brother was finally realizing that he was a write-off. He should be providing a home for Dan, not the other way around.

‘Want a kickabout?’ Kian asked, dismissing his thoughts and rolling up his sleeves.

‘Yeah, I’ll be David Beckham, you be Gareth Southgate,’ Dan said. He swiped the ball and ran off with it towards the goalposts.

‘No way – you’re Southgate and I’m Beckham!’ Kian caught up with him and tackled the ball away, before shooting a goal and running a victory lap with his arms in the air. Dan jumped on his back and they tumbled onto the muddy grass. Kian no longer cared about his pristine trainers. Soon they were throwing huge piles of leaves at each other, giggling as they scooped up more ammunition while trying to run.

‘Getting outta breath, huh?’ Kian said. ‘Time for me to get some more goals past you then!’

It didn’t seem like more than ten minutes had passed when Simone appeared next to them, looking at her watch. Kian wanted to stop the clock right now, freeze this moment for ever: he and Dan hanging out, laughing and playing footie like normal brothers. Whatever time they got to spend together, it was never enough. 

Kian brushed some of the leaves off Dan’s coat, although what he wanted to do was grab his hand and run off with him. He had to play the long game, though. In a few months he’d be eighteen, and then they couldn’t stop Dan living with him. He’d apply to be his brother’s legal guardian, then he could put everything right, make it up to Dan for being useless and give him the family he needed – the one he deserved. He just had to stop drinking, get a job, sort his life out and get a bigger flat. It was an exhausting list, but Dan was worth it. Kian didn’t know if he had it in him, though.

Dan wrapped his arm around Kian’s waist. ‘Can I come home with you?’

It was like a kick in the ribs every time. Sometimes Kian wondered if it would be easier on the kid if he stayed out of his life altogether.

‘Mate, you know you can’t. Not yet. But I’ll see you soon, yeah? Practise your keepy-ups. I want to see you do a hundred next time.’

Dan released his grip and sloped off in the opposite direction. He kept looking back, and Kian stood there, feeling like he was sending a puppy off to the pound. He gave Dan a thumbs-up and a fake smile before getting out his phone.

‘Gav, mate? I need a bender tonight. What time you getting off work?’
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Checkmate
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Alfred had just finished watching the news and he muttered his despair into the empty room. The leading story had been that the Millennium Wheel was being lifted into place on the South Bank in London. It was a feat of engineering; he’d give it that. At 400 feet high, it was taller than Big Ben and St Paul’s Cathedral, which was, quite frankly, showing off. Alfred certainly wouldn’t be going on it. Not only did it look far too dangerous, but it was also a colossal waste of money.

He settled down to polish his chess pieces. In truth, he didn’t really need one chess board, let alone three. After all, he had no one to play with. He’d taught his daughter Maggie to play when she was younger, and she had become a fierce opponent. He set up his chessmen and put the board to one side, annoyed that Maggie had slipped into his thoughts unbidden. It was much easier when he simply forgot she existed. It was a very particular sort of pain, losing your daughter when she was still very much alive. Unlike separation by death, when the door was firmly closed, it had been left ajar to taunt him.

He opened a cupboard, looking for more polish, and noticed his walking boots at the back, neatly laced. The last time he’d worn them was when he’d scaled Scafell Pike decades ago. As quickly as a passing breeze, something brushed over him: the promise of something different – some purpose. Some hope. He closed the cupboard and sat down again. Those days were long gone.

A loud knock on the door made him jump. It was less of a knock and more of a pounding, the sort he sometimes felt the morning after too many glasses of malt whisky. Alfred gripped the arms of his chair and hoped it would stop. Instead the banging got louder, or perhaps it was his heart thumping against his ribcage. The door banged again. What if it was Maggie and there was an emergency of some sort? He would have to take a look.

Alfred shuffled closer to the window and knocked his wine onto the carpet, tutting as it bloomed into a continent the colour of blackberries. He crouched down and lifted the bottom corner of the newspaper. Thick red spray paint covered the glass. Blood-red. The banging continued, angry and purposeful. He stood up again and leaned against the wall. He scrunched his eyes shut and began to count slowly to ten, the way he did whenever things simply got too much.

One, two, three . . . breathe slowly. Air was racing out of him as if his lungs were on fire.

Four, five . . . his shirt collar felt damp.

Six, seven . . . it wasn’t working.

In his mind he assembled an inventory of the boxes closest to him, in the hope that there was something sharp or heavy in at least one of them. Ordnance Survey maps of the Lake District – no. No good unless he planned to foil a potential murderer with paper cuts.

Eight . . . what else? His George III copper kettle? It would crumple at the slightest force.

Nine . . .

Alfred didn’t reach ten. An explosion forced him to the floor underneath a shower of glass, the noise reverberating through his body. A startling pain shot through the side of his face as something hard collided with his cheekbone. His beef stew revisited him just as the second pane shattered inwards. And then, at last, all was quiet, apart from a low ringing in his ears.

It was hard to know exactly how long he lay there on the floor. His body was right back on the front line, with mortar and shells and the smell of Bonfire Night. Freezing feet, holes in his boots. His heart marching, left, right, left, right. Left . . . right . . .

Don’t stop, keep going, man.

At some point the air grew crisp and the light changed from slate to tar. He fumbled around the floor for the phone, trying to remember where he’d last seen it. He stretched his arm underneath the walnut console table and, miraculously, his fingers curled around it tightly as if it was a life-raft. It was difficult to speak, with the crushing pain in his left shoulder, but imminent death gave him a kind of impetus to get on with it.

‘Hello? I’d like to report a crime. Yes, Alfred Ainswick, one-three-two Bartholomew Row. I think I need an ambulance.’

His eyes closed and a luminous white light pulled him upwards as if he was being sucked through a straw. He was a boy crying in front of a crackling fire, his ears rang with the roar of gunfire, his tongue tingled with his first taste of watermelon, and cool Windermere water lapped at his shoulders as he swam along the shore at sunset. Even though his life was flashing before him, Alfred spared a moment to imagine the coroner laughing as he wrote down his cause of death: brick through living-room window. He had not been expecting that.
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Someone else’s pyjamas
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Wearing someone else’s pyjamas was more than a little disconcerting. Reassuringly, they smelled of soap powder, so at least Alfred knew they were clean. Still, his were stripy and made of soft flannelette. These ones were stiff and covered in little dots that made his eyes glaze over if he stared at them for too long. This was the least of his worries, though. In the four days he had spent so far in hospital, he had got quite used to the bleeping heart monitor and the blinking lights of the machines that he’d been wired up to. However, it was fair to say that being brought back from the dead really wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. He had not experienced an epiphany, had no fresh perspective on life and certainly wasn’t invigorated with any sense of enthusiasm or gratitude for being here.

Instead he felt distinctly annoyed, like the time he’d forgotten to cancel his newspapers while on holiday in Hastings years ago. Near-death had sparked a chain of interactions with official agencies that made him as uncomfortable as if he had paraded around in nothing but his underwear. He was exposed, vulnerable and at the mercy of people brandishing clipboards.

It was the police who had informed social services. Apparently they were concerned about the state of his home. Initially they’d assumed the vandal responsible for the smashed windows and graffiti had broken in and trashed the place, but after investigating every room in the house, it soon became clear that this was how Alfred lived. His own choice. It was none of their business, as far as Alfred was concerned, but no one seemed to care what he had to say on the matter. He hadn’t told them about Maggie, about the fact that his daughter had more or less disowned him, so now he was stuck with Sandra, the do-gooder social worker.

The hospital ward had a rhythm to it and, despite longing to be back in his own home, he enjoyed the morning rounds, the tea trolley and the nurses fluffing up his pillows. The footsteps behind the curtains would probably be the tea now, right on time at 10.03 a.m. Too early for elevenses, of course, but a suitable gap since breakfast for him to be sufficiently parched.

Oh, it wasn’t the tea.

‘Morning, Alfred. How are you today? You did remember I was coming?’ Sandra said, her voice booming across the length of the ward.

Her frame filled the chair beside him without invitation. Even though the curtain had been pulled around his bed, it was a given that the other patients were all listening in. There wasn’t a lot else to do, after all. Once your vitals had been checked and your progress monitored, the only excitement was the promise of lunch, which never quite lived up to expectations.

‘Of course I remembered,’ Alfred replied. He remembered everything. In any case, he’d been fretting about her arrival all night. As a result, he had yawned most of the way through Dr Mukerjee’s assessment after breakfast, which must have appeared quite rude.

Sandra took a notebook out of her bag and commandeered a flowery pen. It seemed a little unfair, being cross-examined in his pyjamas. He might as well have his hands tied behind his back. She set about her interrogation, easing him in with some seemingly innocuous questions about dressing, washing and shopping.

‘All fine in that department, thank you,’ Alfred assured her. ‘I’m perfectly capable. I don’t have any family or friends, you see. I do everything myself.’ There, that should nip this in the bud and convince Sandra that he was completely independent. He didn’t need to rely on anyone but himself. She could pack away her things and leave him alone.

‘No family or friends?’ she asked, in a voice so loud that Alfred winced.

When Alfred nodded, she underlined something three times on her paper. She obviously wasn’t ready to go yet.

‘So tell me a bit about your day-to-day routines. Do you get out much? What do you do in your spare time?’

Answering these questions seemed simple enough, and yet Alfred was convinced there were hidden mines planted in Sandra’s words. One wrong move and kaboom! If he told her about his collections, she would probably deduce that he was senile. If she knew he rarely left the house, she’d get him signed up to some programme of activities for the elderly – perish the thought. He considered the matter for so long that she repeated the question.

‘Ah, yes, my spare time,’ Alfred said. ‘Well, I don’t have much of it, I’m afraid. I volunteer at the local charity shop five days a week, I’m a member of the ramblers’ club and, um . . . I also play badminton at the weekend.’ That should do it.

Sandra’s mouth fell open a little. ‘Do you think perhaps you’ve been overdoing things? I’m sure, when you attend your cardio rehab appointments, they’ll discuss with you how to get back to your usual routines. But you will take it easy for a while, won’t you?’

If he nodded in all the right places and let her feel she’d done her job, maybe she’d leave and everything could get back to normal. Oh, what he wouldn’t give for normal. The idea of it was as comforting as warm woollen socks on a wet Wednesday.

‘Well, that’s all been really useful, Alfred. Thank you so much for your time this morning. I think I have everything I need.’

Thank goodness – he was off the hook. It hadn’t been that awful after all. The badminton had really impressed her, he could tell.

‘The pleasure was all mine,’ Alfred replied, releasing his fingernails from his palms. He sank into his pillow. Perhaps, if he coughed loudly enough, one of the nurses would come and fluff it up again. Tomorrow he would be back home among all his possessions, and this unpleasant business could be put behind him.

‘I’ve put your next appointment with me on this card,’ Sandra said. ‘I’ll give you a couple of days to settle back in at home, then we can have another chat. Lovely meeting you.’

‘My next appointment?’ Alfred repeated, but Sandra had already left, leaving a dent in the seat next to him so that he couldn’t forget she’d been there.
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Someone else’s shoes
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The borrowed suit was too big, dwarfing Kian. It belonged to his mate Gav, who was built like a rugby player – unlike him. Despite Kian’s usual swagger, he felt like a little boy pretending to be a grown-up. His barrister, Thea, had reminded him to dress smartly to give the right impression – so along with the suit, he’d sprayed on an extra dash of Lynx before leaving the house. An underage pall-bearer wasn’t really the look he was going for. Still, it had to be better than jeans.

This time was worse than all the others. He could tell from the way Thea’s eyes had flickered behind her Armani tortoiseshell glasses, when he’d asked her what his chances were of getting banged up.

When he’d been a kid, he could rely on his soppy smile and his big blue eyes to get him off just about anything. Now that he was almost eighteen, charm and cheekiness wouldn’t cut it. He ran through the excuses in his head, knowing none of them sounded convincing: there was nothing to do, he grew up in care . . . there was nothing to do. He got a thrill from it all, he couldn’t deny that. A kind of crazed high from going into places he wasn’t meant to go and doing things he wasn’t meant to do. It was like sticking his fingers up at the world, only now it seemed like the world was sticking its fingers up at him.

‘So you do understand the seriousness of this, Kian?’ Thea asked, while they waited in the freezing corridor. Although she’d represented him before, it hadn’t occurred to him until now that she only looked a few years older than him. How was it that she had her life so sorted? Money, probably. It’s what everything always came down to. He’d place bets that she grew up in one of those big, posh houses in Edgbaston. When he went past them on the bus, he’d stare through the lit windows, wondering what it would be like to live on the other side of them – to drink posh coffee instead of instant, and to play the piano instead of a games console. He scrolled through his phone messages and shrugged in Thea’s direction as if he couldn’t care less. But it couldn’t be further from the truth.

‘We’ve agreed on your guilty plea,’ Thea said, her eyes doing that flickering thing again. ‘I’ll do everything I can, of course. But I want you to be aware that I can’t promise anything.’

‘Whatever,’ Kian replied.

He tapped his feet, uncomfortably encased in Gav’s squeaky black shoes. The waiting was the hardest part. Too much time to think. He replayed the incident that had landed him here. The details were a bit hazy, thanks to the several cans of cider he’d downed after his afternoon at the park with Dan. There was no question that he loved seeing his brother. It was just that it left him with a hollowness that could only be filled with drink. His mood had sunk further after a phone call confirming that he hadn’t got the job he’d gone for. Again.

Kian did remember this: it wasn’t his fault. Not really. The old geezer had it coming. Who knew what he got up to, in that hellhole with papered-up windows? He’d only meant to shake him up a bit, spray a few obscenities on his house for a laugh. Only, fuelled by the bitterness of Diamond White and rejection, he’d got a bit carried away. The bricks lined up beneath the window were simply asking to be thrown. It felt good to hurl something with all his weight behind it and hear a satisfying smash, to actually have an impact on something. So good that he threw another one. Looking back, it hadn’t been the smartest of moves. Still, it wasn’t his fault the old dude had a heart attack. Just a massive unlucky coincidence, which was how he felt about his whole life.

‘Kian? They’re ready for you.’ Thea’s pencil skirt was no-nonsense-straight and she held her black folder close to her chest, like a secret. She looked the business, like she could get him off after all. She strode ahead, while he hung back and fiddled with his suit jacket. The truth was, he really didn’t want to go inside; he’d never admit to anyone that he was scared of prison. However, now that he was looking that possibility right in the face, he was properly bricking it.

A silent promise rang through his head: that if he got off, this was the last time he’d end up here. He couldn’t do this any more. His little brother needed him to step up. After a deep breath, Kian straightened his tie and followed Thea in.

Even though he’d been inside a courtroom before, his knees floundered as he entered the dock. He wasn’t the only one who looked like they were at a funeral. A row of serious faces in dark suits stared up from rustling papers. He pulled at his shirt collar, sweat forming around his neck.

‘All rise,’ the stiff-shouldered court clerk announced.

Kian tried to fix his face into a neutral position, so that he didn’t look arrogant or bored or, worse, guilty. He settled on looking down at his hands, noticing that his knuckles were nicotine-stained and his nails bitten down. This was it, then. Time to swear he’d tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth. The only thing was that the truth wasn’t going to do him any favours right now.

[image: ]

Walking fast to outpace everyone else exiting the courtroom, Kian yanked off his tie, stuffing it into his trouser pocket. He should be grateful that he’d got off lightly. He should also be grateful the old geezer didn’t actually die. But instead of gratitude, a ball of fury was building inside him, a small ember burning more fiercely with each passing minute. He was suddenly incensed about every last thing that had happened to him in his life that hadn’t been his fault, which was mostly everything. His mobile buzzed and he pulled it next to his ear while reaching for his cigarettes.

‘Gav? Cheers for the suit, man. Yeah, it did the job. I got off, only I’ve gotta do this community-service crap. “Restorative justice” the magistrate called it. I’d have preferred prison, mate.’

That was a lie. He shuddered, feeling the imaginary grip of handcuffs around his wrists as he pictured himself being thrown in the back of a police van and decked out in prison stripes. It had been close, he was sure of it. Thea said as much, warning him that he’d end up right back here if he didn’t complete his community service satisfactorily. He’d reached the end of the line.

A pint would take the edge off whatever this feeling was, this buzzy, electric anger racing through him. Even though it was only 4 p.m., the street outside the courts was empty, apart from a woman with carrier bags stacked onto the back of a buggy on the other side of the road, and a guy eating chips at the bus stop. A siren sailed past as Kian dodged the broken glass on the pavement. There was a game he used to play when he was a kid, where he jumped over the cracks so that he wouldn’t get bad luck. If only that was all it took now. He lengthened his stride to avoid them, just in case.

He’d walked this way thousands of times and no longer noticed the graffiti sprawled across broken doorways, the chip papers at his feet and the barbed wire above the row of boarded-up shops. He looked towards the Birmingham ring road and his chest tightened, as if the concrete highway that gripped the city was also gripping him and would never let go.
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Three sugars
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It had been so long since someone had been inside his house that Alfred had trembled as he put on a suit. It had taken three attempts for the buttons on his shirt to meet their corresponding slots. In fact, as he combed his hair and dabbed on some Old Spice that he hadn’t worn in years, he was reminded of taking Ida out on a date for the very first time. A current of nerves had flowed through him as he’d practised how to say ‘Hello’ in front of the mirror, as if learning a new language. That was all a very long time ago, of course.

Sandra was at most half his age. Despite this, she seemed to have taken it upon herself to behave as if she was his mother, asking him how he’d slept and if he’d eaten. She’d even wanted to make the tea, but he had insisted. He stirred three sugars into her mug, although he heard perfectly well that she didn’t take any.

‘So, Alfred, how have you been feeling since coming out of hospital?’ Sandra asked before taking a gulp of her tea.

A smile creased the corners of Alfred’s mouth while she politely put her tea to one side and tried not to pull a face. Somewhere in the room, a hidden clock was making itself known, painfully scratching away the seconds between Sandra’s questions and Alfred’s answers.

‘Oh, I’m feeling marvellous,’ Alfred lied. He had barely slept a wink since he’d returned home from ward ten at the Queen Elizabeth Hospital. Each night he lay down in the hallway, gripping an old cricket bat until the morning came. ‘Never better. I mean, the heart attack was a bit of an inconvenience obviously, but, you know, I’m fine now, glad to be home really. With the medication they’ve given me and a bit of rest, I’m right as rain.’ He tapped out a rhythm against his heart with two fingers, as if to demonstrate the effectiveness of his pulmonary artery. ‘And they caught the blighter who threw the bricks, so, you know, he’ll be suitably punished, I’m sure. All’s well that ends well. As you can probably tell, I really don’t need a social worker,’ he added for good measure.

In response, Sandra pointedly scanned the room and pulled her coat tighter. Alfred understood that if you weren’t used to it – if you didn’t comprehend the importance of all his objects – it might look a little chaotic. Messy, even. It might help if she knew that all of his items were comprehensively catalogued. Sandra clicked her pen several times, looking from floor to ceiling, and began to write some notes. Then again, it might not help at all.

The good thing about never having company was not having to bother with the trivial matter of tidying up. Before Sandra’s arrival, he’d filled several bin liners with magazines, tissues and wrappers. He was so breathless afterwards that he’d worried another heart attack might come his way and had to lie down on the sofa for the rest of the afternoon. Admittedly the place probably needed a bit of a vacuum, some dusting what-have-you, but it was perfectly habitable. He had already demonstrated that he could get in and out of his kitchen with only the smallest amount of manoeuvring and squeezing. Sandra really had nothing to worry about.

‘Alfred,’ Sandra said, lowering her voice, ‘I don’t think you’re looking after this place, or yourself, very well at the moment. I’d suggest you need a bit of help getting on top of things. Wouldn’t you agree?’

He shook his head vigorously to show her that he most definitely did not.

‘I know it must be a little overwhelming. Just remember I’m here to help,’ Sandra continued. ‘We don’t need to deal with everything at once. Let’s talk about the incident when the young man threw a brick through your window.’

‘Two bricks,’ Alfred said. The least she could do was get the facts straight.

‘I’m sorry?’ Sandra looked down at her notes. ‘Yes. Sorry, you’re quite right: two bricks. Anyway, have you heard of something called “restorative justice”?’

The walls began to inch towards him. For the first time in a long time, Alfred wanted to open the window and let the outside in. The air was heavy, pinning him against his chair. Before Sandra even said the words, he knew what was coming next. They wanted him to meet this criminal, give him the chance to get off scot-free. Well, he wouldn’t have it.

‘I am not,’ Alfred said, his voice turning itself onto its loudest setting, ‘meeting the juvenile delinquent who caused me to have a heart attack. Absolutely not. Now clear off and leave me alone!’

‘It’s just a mediation session at first. We’ll meet somewhere neutral and I’ll be with you. Alfred, I do hope you’ll give this some thought. I really think it will help you to achieve some closure. Restorative justice is fairly new, but it’s already been shown to have a really positive impact on both the victim and the perpetrator. It gives you a voice, lets you tell him to his face how you feel. It also gives him a chance to make amends, and you can both move forward with your lives.’

‘No, thank you,’ Alfred replied, folding his arms across his chest. He didn’t want to move forward. He was quite happy staying exactly where he was.

‘I’m going to leave you some information to read, in the hope that you’ll consider it,’ Sandra went on. ‘Also, I think we should look at what the next steps should be, in regard to your living situation. We can assess things properly in a couple of months and I can draw up a care plan, once you’ve had a chance to get back on your feet.’

A care plan? Sandra didn’t need to spell it out. She wanted to put him in a care home. She didn’t think he could manage by himself. Alfred suddenly felt smaller than a postage stamp and wished he could disappear down the back of his armchair. Even though she was still talking, he tuned her out as if she was a radio station he didn’t like. Why was this happening to him? He’d been happily minding his own business. Maybe his house needed a bit of a tidy-up, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t look after himself.

Sandra had managed to retune herself to a frequency he couldn’t ignore.

‘So I’ll make an appointment for an assessment in the New Year, Alfred. Obviously a cleaner would be a good start, but that’s not possible until we’ve managed to get on top of some of this . . .’

She stumbled over her words and Alfred was sure he heard her utter ‘mess’ before quickly changing her mind and saying ‘these items’. He wanted to respond with something, but his voice was buried somewhere deep inside him and wouldn’t come out. She didn’t understand, and he didn’t know how to make her see. He couldn’t go into a care home. He wouldn’t! He would have to leave everything behind, and that was unthinkable.

‘I know you’ve probably got a few questions,’ Sandra continued, standing up and looking towards the front door. She stepped over his records, her arms wobbling at her sides as if she were a tightrope walker. ‘So I’m going to leave you this leaflet over here . . . I tell you what, I’ll just hand it to you.’

Alfred took it from her and crushed it beneath his fingers.

‘It’s got my phone number at the top,’ Sandra said. ‘So please, you know, ring me if you want me to go over anything again. I’ll pop in to see you next week anyway, to find out how you’re doing and what your thoughts are. I really do think you’ll feel much better for taking part in the restorative-justice programme. I can help you put your victim statement together. There’s nothing to worry about. We’ve got your best interests at heart, okay?’

No, it was most certainly not okay. Alfred slammed his front door behind her, creating a cyclone of dust. After a short sneezing fit, he slumped onto the three-legged divan in the hallway. He lay there among the coats until the sound of early morning rain crashing onto the pavement stirred him from an unsatisfying sleep. Standing up, he groaned with pain. His bones had somehow rearranged themselves into a different order overnight. He tumbled backwards and almost fell into one of his boxes, only a few inches from being speared by a perfectly formed Meccano Spitfire. There was no way in the world he was going to let Sandra do this to him. If she wanted to remove him from his house – his home – it would have to be in a body bag.
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The photograph

[image: Start of image description, Drawing of a wallet, end of image description]

It was lashing it down with rain, making the sky dark, and Kian’s mind even darker. His trainers were soaked through, just from sprinting across the road for a pint of milk. His toes were numb as he tried to stuff them into a pair of dry socks that were crispy from the radiator. All that was left in his cupboard was a box of Coco Pops. After blasting himself all over with a hairdryer and eating two bowls of cereal, the day lay ahead of him as a series of hours to fill until it wasn’t too early to head to the pub with someone. He didn’t care who.

He washed up his bowl in the sink, ignoring the mould beginning to bloom underneath the single glazed window. The drunken conversation he’d had with Gav after the court case still lingered in Kian’s mind. He’d told Gav it was like he’d been given a second chance and he was going to make the most of every day now, not waste it. Gav had laughed, not realizing that Kian meant it more than he’d ever meant anything in his life.

His focus had to be on staying out of trouble and getting Dan back. But a week had passed and the most he’d managed to achieve was to level up in Grand Theft Auto. Making his way through the New York underworld, high on cyber-induced adrenaline, was as good as the
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